Summary of the Interview with keywords coding the topics
(1) Localization: Western theory is no longer truly Western in China.
Dr. Wang said that he purposefully employed Western art theory such as the late 20th-century American art criticism of Arthur Danto in his teaching. According to him, however, it was not easy to draw a line between Western theory and Chinese theory, since Western influence has been integrated into traditional Chinese aesthetics in education in visual art since the late 1970s. For instance, when discussing the aesthetic change in the new architecture in Beijing, Dr. Wang used the term "modernity" to approach this topic. The term came from contemporary Western critical theory but has been localized in China today. In this case, his approach was not necessarily Western, nor Chinese, as there is no clear border line separating the two. Dr. Wang discussed an example of a building that illustrates a mixed aesthetic, the CCTV headquarters building in Beijing, designed by contemporary Dutch architect, Remment Koolhaas, and completed in 2008.
(2) Chinese First: Understanding Chinese art and culture is the precondition to encountering Western influence.
Dr. Wang considered that Western art theory was beneficial to the development and reform of Chinese education in visual culture, because the West (Western European and North American countries) was highly developed and China was not yet so developed. Therefore, there was much to learn from the West. However, if the students embraced Western theory with empty minds, they might have no idea about what to learn from the West, and they might not even understand Western ideas. In order to understand the West and find out what they needed to learn, they should first understand traditional Chinese art theory and culture, such as the Confucian and Taoist based aesthetics. According to Dr. Wang, this is a preparation and precondition to meeting with Western influence. In his teaching of contemporary Chinese art, as well as art history and art theory, Dr. Wang has explored Western concepts behind Chinese issues. According to him, contemporary Chinese art is deeply influenced by Western art and art theory, and today's Chinese education in visual culture at the college level is influenced by Western concepts. Many important and immediate issues in Chinese art and education are related to certain Western concepts, such as modernism, abstraction, formalism, and so forth. In his opinion, those who have a historical sense will never ignore the Western concepts behind Chinese issues when teaching contemporary Chinese art. Discussing this topic, Dr. Wang stated that Chinese scholars should employ Western contemporary concepts to interpret old masters, both Western and Chinese, although those masters might not have even thought of certain contemporary issues when they created their works. For instance, Wang noted that, when Velázquez painted Las Meninas, he did not have the Foucauldian ideas of "gaze" and "representation" in his mind. However, if Chinese scholars bear the two concepts in mind when discussing Velázquez, they will have a deeper understanding of this painting, and will make more sense of its meaning from today's perspective. So they will be able to raise issues like the social role of women and the power of domination. In this case, students will find something new in the old works. Dr. Wang called such a Foucauldian perspective a sort of brain storm. Dr. Wang pointed out the issue of misreading in students' understanding of Western art theory. He said when he read Chinese translations of Western art theory he was often frustrated because sometimes he could not understand the author. For example, when he read Arthur Danto in Chinese translation he found Danto logically contradictory at times. So he checked the book in the original English and found that the contradiction came from mistranslation. Dr. Wang remarked that the real problem at this point was that most Chinese readers were not aware of the translation mistakes because they were not able to read or to verify the translation in the original. Therefore, certain issues remained either not understood, or simply misunderstood. In Dr. Wang's opinion, this was not healthy for the students, nor was it healthy for Chinese education in visual culture. Speaking about his teaching practice, Dr. Wang said that in order to help students better understand Western art theory, he used not only Western art as examples to illustrate or explain the theory, but also Chinese art. According to him, it was easier for students to explore Chinese art and aesthetics first, and then approach Western art theory from a Chinese perspective. In other words, Chinese art and aesthetics could support Western art theory, --and similarly, one could also use Western art theory to understand Chinese art.
In my thesis I examine deliberate misreadings, which is a purposeful manipulation, an intentional misinterpretation and misleading. This is often done by those seeking to create a modern Chinese identity in education by adopting the appearance of modern Western art theory. In other words, the main purpose of deliberate misreading is to construct a Chinese approach to art as a part of the search for China identity in education in visual culture. I understand these misreadings as symptomatic of the "anxiety of imitation," which means that Chinese art educators feel the need to go beyond simply parroting Western art theory in order to establish their own theory for education in visual culture. For this purpose I coded the interview transcript for these key terms used by Dr. Wang in the interview: "localization," "Chinese first," "hidden sources," "today's perspective," and "cross-culture."
3 Analyzing "Localization" and "Chinese First" Wang: When I taught an advanced course on History and Criticism of Art at CAFA to undergraduate students, I did not start with the beginning of art history chronologically, because I had to re-structure the course outline and re-organize my class due to the lack of sufficient time for lectures, and because of a new idea about how to teach this course. I started from today, in China, with Beijing architecture. I started with a comparison between the Western-influenced new architectures and the old ones in Beijing. The new ones include the CCTV headquarters building designed by Remment Koolhaas, the Olympic stadium Bird-Nest, and the Water-Cube as well, the National Opera House, and the Beijing West Railway Station, among others. The old ones include the city walls, the traditional courtyards, and so forth.
Juxtaposing these architectures of different times and styles, I actually gave students a chance to face a visual challenge. To those who study art history and art criticism, such a challenge is helpful for them to understand contemporary art. So, offering a challenge is my new idea.
Duan: How did you make it challenging? Introducing students to certain Western theoretical concepts, or Chinese concepts?
Wang: Yes, but not necessarily defined as Western or Chinese. For instance, comparing the new and old architectures, I focused on the issue of modernity. For sure you could say that this concept came from the West. However, within the framework of the changing society of China today, almost everyone is trying to catch up with change. The nation needs changes, the people need changes, and change is a timely pursuit. I pursue a personal development for my professional career, this is also a change. Why did I start teaching this course with Beijing architectures? Because modernization is a big change to old cities like Beijing, which indicates the change to national identity, not just a change to the urban landscape alone.
Duan:
In other words, in your teaching, you adopted the concept "modernity" to look at Beijing, an ancient city, and to discuss the change in Beijing from old to new. Don't you think this is a look at Chinese issues from a Western perspective, although this is not the only perspective?
Wang: It might be so, however, I didn't intentionally take a Western stance in looking at Thought" that controlled education in China for more than three decades.
As for the topic of Dr. Wang's conversation in the interview, I would summarize his classroom discussion of Beijing architecture as a comparison of the images of the old and new buildings, which disclosed the necessity to better understand the Western concept of protecting cultural heritage in the modern age. As for the issue behind this topic, my interpretation of Dr. Wang's discourse is that, along with the change in Beijing urban landscape, it is necessary to change the way of thinking with regard to cultural heritage, and this change challenges the old way of thinking. As for the opinion of Dr. Wang, according to him, all students should understand Chinese cultural tradition before approaching Western art theory, this could help them to better understand and accept Western concepts. His main idea is that, for the Chinese students who study Western art theory, understanding Chinese culture is the precondition to understanding Western culture, and "Chinese first" is a way to localize Western art theory.
In terms of learning from the West for the development of art education in China, in recent years, scholars and art educators have recognized and accepted the idea of "Chinese first" as the precondition for adapting Western concepts. Due to the idea of "Chinese first," when Chinese art educators study modern Western art theory, they take what they need, and, as a way of deliberate misreading, they also manipulate Western theory in their interpretation for China are, why they are needed, and how they can be acquired. In this case, all these together make the "localization" possible. would infer that Dr. Wang may hold the same idea. Why is this so? Because the notion of "today's perspective" in this interview played a similar role to "Chinese first," and both are crucial in supporting the notion of "localization." In this regard, if "Chinese first" is a crosscultural issue with an historical implication of Confucianism, then, "today's perspective" is not only cross-cultural but also temporal with an historical implication as well. In other words, "today's perspective" is complementary to "Chinese first" and is supportive to the idea of "localization."
(3) Cross-Culture. According to Dr. Wang, the purpose of crossing the Chinese-Western cultural boundary is to help students in understanding Western art theory through reading
Chinese art and art theory, and also support Western art theory.
Conclusion
Throughout my interview with Dr. Wang, he frequently used certain words and phrases, they were "localization," "Chinese first," "hidden sources," "today's perspective," "crossculture," etc. Due to the centrality of these words and phrases in the interview, I regard them as keywords and use them to code the transcript. This is to say that the findings come from the topics of the interview, and the main findings could be coded with these keywords as well.
Based on the above descriptions and analyses, I now elaborate and interpret the main findings synthetically, in accordance with the topics of the interview and the subject of this study.
Firstly, "localization" is a major issue, referring to what Chinese educators do with modern
Western art theory and its influence on contemporary Chinese education in visual culture. Since
Chinese educators recognize the importance of Western theory to the development of education in China, they have had various ways to embrace Western theory, and have employed Western theory in the teaching practice and education reform. This is a process of localizing Western theory, which promotes Western influence in China.
Secondly, "Chinese first" is an important way to localize Western art theory, or, it is the precondition to localize Western theory. Without "Chinese first," the Chinese educators and students would not know what, why, and how they need to learn from the West. In other words, "Chinese first" is a preparation for embracing Western influence and for employing Western art theory. However, purposeful misreading is related to this issue, because Chinese educators could intentionally manipulate Western art theory to fit their needs.
Thirdly, "hidden sources" is also an issue about the preparation for embracing Western influence, which consists of two aspects. On the one hand, some issues in Chinese education in visual culture could be explained with the help of a Western art theory, and on the other, one needs a strong sense of history to see the relevance of Western theory to Chinese issues.
Fourthly, "today's perspective" is complementary to the issue of historical sense, and it is also a preparation for embracing Western influence. Historical sense could help to form a part of context for Chinese educators to embrace Western theory, and today's perspective could help to form another part of the context. In other words, localization is accomplished in the Chinese context. Meanwhile, it is also a process of re-contextualizing modern Western art theory in China.
Last, but not least, the key term of "cross-culture" demonstrates another dimension in localizing Western influence. If the issues of historical sense and today's perspective form the context with a temporal frame, then, the issue of cross-culture form the context with a crossregional frame. This is to say that the Chinese context for localizing Western influence is not one dimensional, but multi-dimensional, involving multiple considerations.
To sum up: Chinese educators in visual culture localize modern Western art theory for their own needs, and they project their expectations onto Western theory, and thus, purposeful misreading happens. In this sense, the process of localization could be regarded as a process of misreading, and conversely, purposeful misreading happens in the process of localization.
